
THE TIDE HOUSE MYSTERIES — BOOK SIX

The House on the Lough

‘They thought the edge of the world was a good place to lose a child. They never once considered that the edge of the world is where people learn to keep things.’ — Peggy Boyle, in a copybook, 1971

For every keeper, in every water, who was told they were the last — and never were.
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Northwest Donegal, Ireland — 2 November 1971

Peggy Boyle began the record on the night of the November gale, on the feast of the Holy Souls, because it seemed to her that if there was ever a night to start keeping the dead it was the one the old people kept for them, and because the wind that came in off the Atlantic that night came with nothing between it and her door but three thousand miles of grey water, and she stood at that door and understood, the way you understand the wind on this coast, that no help was coming up the lough for her Kathleen, and that if the thing was to be kept at all it would have to be kept here, by her, at the last edge of the known world.

She had stood at the door a long while before the understanding came, with her shawl over her head and the latch cold in her hand, and the gale had gone over the house in the dark the way a beast goes over a wall, not caring what it broke. Below her, where the lough would be, there was nothing to see but a blackness that moved, and a paleness at the rim of the blackness that was the water tearing itself on the stones of the shore, and beyond that, out past the mouth of the lough and the low black shoulder of Ros Ceann, the ocean, which could not be seen at all and did not need to be. You did not look at the Atlantic on such a night. You listened to it, the way you’d listen through a wall to something being done in the next room that you could not stop.

Inside, the lamp was lit and the fire was down to a red seam in the ash, and her son was asleep in the room, eleven years old, with his boots set by the hearth to dry because he had been out before dark carrying stones to weight the byre thatch. Brendan slept the way his father had slept, flat on his back with one arm thrown over his eyes, as if even in sleep there was a brightness somewhere that had to be kept out. His father was four years dead — the chest, in the end, two winters of it and then a third he hadn’t the lungs for — and Peggy had buried him in the sloping yard at Cill Aengusa where the Boyles went, and had gone on, because a widow at the head of a lough with two children and a half-acre of stones does not get to stop, and does not want to, for stopping is when the thinking starts.

She had done her thinking anyway, that autumn. She had done it at the churn and at the turf and at the line in the wind, and on the shore gathering wrack, and at Mass under the drone of the young priest who meant well and knew nothing, and she had done it in the way of her kind, which is to say slowly, and in silence, and to the end.

And on the night of the Holy Souls she shut the door on the gale and set the bar, and she took down from the dresser the child’s copybook she had bought in the town on Thursday — the ruled kind the shop sold for the national school, tuppence, with a harp on the cover and a space for a name she did not fill in — and she sat to the table in the lamplight, and she turned past all the empty pages to the back of it, because a thing begun at the back of a copybook is a thing a stranger’s eye slides over, and she took the pen, and she began.

To tell how she came to that table, you would have to tell about Kathleen, and to tell about Kathleen you would have to tell about the lough.

Lough Fian was a sea lough, a long finger of the Atlantic that reached in among the bare hills of the northwest, tidal and cold and changeable, seven miles from its mouth to its head and deep out of all proportion to its breadth, so that the old men said the glen it drowned had been the deepest in the county before ever the sea found it. It had its own weather and its own light. On a soft day the whole length of it lay pewter-still and you would think you could walk it; an hour later it would be running white the full seven miles with the tide fighting the river at the head and the wind fighting the two of them. The road came to it late and left it early. There was one road in over the hills from the south, single width, walled with whins, and it fell down to the water at the townland of Gortnalee and went along the shore past eleven houses — nine of them living, that year — and stopped at the Boyle place, and turned round in the Boyles’ haggard for want of anywhere else to go, and went back out the way it had come. In a bad winter the road shut. Snow shut it seldom; water shut it often, the burns coming down off the hills across it in a dozen places, and then Gortnalee was a boat’s business or nobody’s until the weather turned.

The Boyle place stood near the head of the lough, a whitewashed cottage and a byre and a half-acre of stones they called a field, with its back to the hill and its face to the water, and the Boyles had been in it above a hundred years, since a landlord’s agent put a great-grandfather out of a better place further east and the family walked west until the land got too poor to be worth putting anyone out of. Peggy had been born on the lough and married on the lough and would die on the lough, and she had believed, the way she believed the sea, that there was a mercy in being this far out — that the worst of the world wore itself to nothing on the long roads west, that nothing truly bad could be bothered to travel to the last parish before America. It was a thing the people of the lough said, in different ways, all her life. Sure what would anyone want with us. Sure there’s nothing here to steal only rain.

She had it backwards, and she learned it the way you learn cold. The distance was not a mercy. The distance was the reason it was safe to do it here. A thing done at the edge of the world is done where no one comes to look, and where the ones it is done to have the sea at their backs and nowhere left to run.

Kathleen was sixteen. Kathleen had gone to the Ardglas Foundation three years before, on the scholarship, and to say what that had meant you would have to say what Ardglas was, and what it was was a wonder. The Ardglas Trust took the clever children of the headlands and the islands and the poor stony townlands, the children whose people could never have paid a penny, and gave them Latin and music and mathematics and a bed with sheets and a way up and out, and it was a good place, a real place, endowed and admired and beyond the reach of any question a Boyle could raise; and the man whose name was on the gate, who had built the whole of it out of his own great fortune, was the most respected man in the north of the county, a friend of bishops, a doer of visible good. Alfred Kane. She had seen him twice in her life, once at the blessing of the town hall his money built and once at the school gate itself, a tall Englishman gone silver, with a way of stooping to a child that the mothers spoke of for weeks after. The wool money, people said, or shipping, or both; no one rightly knew and no one rightly cared, for the money came out of him like water out of a hill, and it came to the poor of the west when nothing else did, and you do not ask a well its business.

Kathleen had a gift. Peggy had known it before the child could talk, the way you know weather coming, and the proof of it had arrived year by year: the sums done in her head that her father couldn’t do on paper, the way she’d stand at the tideline moving stones and tell you after how many there were and how she knew, the national-school slate filled and wiped and filled while the other children were yet biting their pencils. A way of seeing, the mistress called it. The nuns at the national school in the town wrote to the Foundation about her — they did that, for the bright ones of the poor townlands; it was half of what the Foundation was for — and in the spring of 1968 a motor car came in over the hill road and down the boreen to the Boyles’ haggard, and a man in a good coat stood in the kitchen with his hat in his hand and offered Kathleen Boyle the full scholarship of the Ardglas Foundation, board and books and all, and called her, in Peggy’s own hearing, one of the most promising children the assessors had seen in five years.

Her father was three months dead that spring. Peggy stood in her widow’s black in her own kitchen and heard the future offered to her daughter like a plate of bread, and she took it. Of course she took it. It was the right thing, the loving thing, the thing everyone agreed a good mother would do, and everyone did agree — the priest agreed, and the mistress agreed, and her own dead mother would have agreed out of the ground. In the autumn of 1968 she walked Kathleen down to the beautiful stone gate of Ardglas — they went in on the bus from the town, the two of them, with the case that had been her father’s, and walked the last of it up the avenue under the beeches — and she handed her over with a heart torn between pride and a grief she could not have named, and shook the hand of the matron, and looked up once at the long grey front of the school with the sea beyond it, and thought: whatever I am, my daughter will not be it, and thanks be to God.

Kathleen came home the first two summers.

She came home brown from the school’s own strand and full of talk, with words in her now from books Peggy would never read, and she cut turf and carried wrack and did the sums for half the townland’s creamery cheques, and at night she sat on the settle and told Brendan about the school — the library with the ladder on wheels, the piano, the master from Dublin who said her mind was a thing he’d pay to watch working — and Peggy sat by the lamp mending and listened and let the pride fill her the way the tide fills the lough, quietly, from the far end. The second summer, 1970, Kathleen was an inch taller than her mother and could name the stars over the lough out of a book, and the night before she went back she said, at the door, looking down the dark water: “I’ll bring you to Dublin one day, Mam. I’ll bring you places you’d not believe.” And Peggy said she’d want her tea first, wherever it was, and the two of them laughed, and that was the last summer, though God is merciful and neither of them knew it.

Kathleen did not come home the third summer.

There was a letter instead. It came in June of 1971 on the post van, typed, on the Foundation’s paper with the little engraving of the school at the head of it, and it was signed by the office, and it was full of good news the way a creel is full of fish, slippery and shining and hard to get a grip on. Kathleen had been selected. A great opportunity, a special situation across the water, in England, with a family connected to the Trust — a place where her gifts would be developed as they could never be developed at home; there might in time be more, the Continent, further; the Trust was so proud, and hoped Mrs Boyle would be proud too. Visits were not advised at the start, the letter said, so as not to unsettle her, the first year of such a placement being delicate; correspondence would be forwarded through the Trust’s office. And the same envelope carried the second thing: the Trust had been pleased to note that there was a younger brother, Brendan, of school-going age, and wished Mrs Boyle to know that a place would be found at Ardglas for him when he was old enough. Such a gifted family, the letter said. The Trust took a particular joy in gifted families.

Peggy Boyle read the letter standing at her own table, and read it again sitting down, and felt, beneath her pride — for the pride rose too, she was ashamed of that after, the pride rose like a fool at the first reading — the first cold finger of a knowledge she had no name for and could not say.

She could not have told you, that June, what was wrong with the letter. She turned it over for a year before she could point to any part of it, and even then the parts were small, and each one had an answer, and the answers were reasonable, and she hated the answers more than she hated the letter. It was wrong that Kathleen had not written it herself; but sure the placement was sudden, and the office wrote for everyone. It was wrong that there was no address, only the Trust’s office to forward through; but sure a private family would want its privacy. It was wrong that a girl of sixteen who had said I’ll bring you to Dublin, Mam at her own door would go across the water without coming up the lough to say it to her mother’s face; but sure hadn’t half the parish gone to England without a backward look, and wasn’t the opportunity the kind you didn’t keep waiting.

And it was wrong — this was the part she came to last, and it was the part that sat coldest — that the same envelope that took her daughter away offered to take her son. She read the two things together, the going of the one and the coming of the other, and she could not have said why her hand went still on the page, but it went still, and the stillness had a voice, and the voice was very quiet and very old and it said: they are paying you.

To say that aloud was to be mad. She knew what the saying of it would cost, and she counted the cost the way she counted everything, slowly, to the end. To say it was to call the most respected man in the north of the county a liar, on the strength of a mother’s dread, with not one fact in her apron to stand beside it. To say it was to shame the school that had lifted her daughter up in front of the whole parish. And to say it was to throw Brendan’s future into the lough with her own two hands — the place that would be found for him, the way up and out that no Boyle had ever been offered twice.

Letters came from Kathleen that autumn and winter. That was the cruelty of it; that was the part Peggy could never after speak of without her hands closing. They came through the Trust’s office, forwarded, four of them in the first year, and they were typed — Kathleen’s letters, typed, and when Peggy wrote back asking would she not send a line in her own hand, the next letter said, in type, that they were teaching her the typewriter for her work and she was made practise everything on it, and wasn’t it a scream. The letters knew things. They knew Brendan’s age and the name of the dog and that the byre roof had wanted mending, and each thing they knew was a thing the Trust could have known, and each letter was signed in ink, Kathleen, in a hand that was like her hand the way a photograph of the lough was like the lough.

She did not come home for Christmas. The letter about Christmas said England kept Christmas differently and the family had need of her and the crossing was wild in winter anyway, and there was a postal order in it, generous, for Brendan’s boots and the good of the house.

Peggy took the postal order to the town and cashed it because the boy needed the boots, and stood outside the post office in the rain with the coins in her fist, and it was there, on the street of the town, under the dripping slates, that she stopped pretending to herself. She was a woman who had taken money. She had been given her daughter’s whole life in a story she did not believe, and a postal order, and the promise of a scholarship, and she had cashed the order and would likely take the scholarship, because she was poor, and because she could prove nothing, and they had known she was poor and could prove nothing, and that was why it was her daughter and not the doctor’s daughter, and it had been her daughter for that reason from the very first day the man in the good coat stood in her kitchen with his hat in his hand.

In the spring — it was March of 1972, a Tuesday, a fair day, so that the town was full and no one would remark her — she went to the barracks.

She had put on the good coat and she had in her pocket the letter from June written out fair in her own hand, the original being too dear to risk, and she stood at the counter of the day-room and told a young guard that she wished to report her daughter missing. The guard was decent. That was the worst of it; she would say so herself, years after, in the copybooks: God forgive me, if he’d been a blackguard I could have hated someone. He was young, from Leitrim by his voice, and he took down the particulars in a fair round hand — Kathleen Boyle, 16, Gortnalee, Lough Fian — and he read the letter through twice, and he was kind. And being kind, and being young, and knowing what he knew of the world, he asked her, gently, the question the whole town would have asked: whether the girl might not have taken herself off to England right enough, as girls did, for the work and the lights, and might not the letters be a bit stiff only because the Trust’s office had the writing of them, and wasn’t it a grand chance for the girl all the same? And Peggy watched him as he said it, and watched the pencil in his hand, and understood that the pencil was the whole of it. The pencil would write what it had written, and the page would go into a drawer, and the drawer would not be opened, because the Ardglas Trust had built the town its hall and paid for the chapel roof and half the scholarships in the county, and a vanished girl from the head of a lough was a sadness and not a case. There was no evil in the guard. There did not need to be. That was the lesson she took out of the barracks into the fair-day street, and it was the coldest lesson of her life: the thing did not run on evil men. It ran on decent men, and the shape of what they could believe.

So she could not go to the guards. She could not go to the Trust, whose office answered every letter within the week, fully, warmly, uselessly. She could not go to the paper with a dread and a knight-to-be of the county’s word against her own. She could not go to the priest, who had blessed the scholarship from the altar. She could not, at the edge of the world, in the winter of 1971 and ’72 and all the winters after, do a single one of the things a mother is meant to be able to do.

But she could write it down.

That was the whole of the discovery, and she made it alone, at a deal table, by lamplight, on the night of the Holy Souls with the gale screaming up the lough off the whole grey Atlantic, and no one would know of it for fifty years: that when every road is shut there is one road they cannot shut, because they do not know it is a road. She took the tuppenny copybook and turned to the back of it and wrote, in the careful hand the nuns had beaten into her forty years before:

All Souls’, 1971. Kathleen did not come home to us again this summer and I do not believe the letter. I am going to write down all I see, from this night, because no one will come this far to look, and that is the whole of why they thought it was safe, and I am the last one left who will not turn away from it.

She sat a while with the pen in her hand, and the wind worked at the thatch above her, and the lamp leaned and stood straight again in the draught, and then she wrote the second part, the part that would be read aloud one day in a courtroom in Dublin to a silence like the silence of the sea after a gale, though she could no more have imagined that than she could have imagined the court itself:

God knows who will ever read this, or when. I may be an old woman. I may be under the sod. But the lough keeps what is put into it, on this coast, in the cold, a long time; and I will keep this the same way, until the day someone comes who is able to do what I cannot. Someone will come. I am after deciding to believe it, for the plain reason that the other thing is to give up, and I am a Boyle, and we do not give up on our own.

She read it over once. Then she closed the copybook and wrapped it in a piece of oilcloth from the byre, and put it inside the old biscuit tin that had come from her mother’s house, and set the tin on the dresser for that night only; and the next day, in the after-Mass quiet of the Monday, she took three stones out of the inner face of the byre wall where the wall was double, in the dry run of it above the height of the damp, and she put the tin in wrapped in more of the oilcloth, and set the stones back, and stood looking at the wall until she could not herself have said which stones they were unless she knew. Then she went in and wet the tea and called Brendan to it, and said nothing, and began her fifty years.

She kept it fifty years and more.

She kept it through the years when the man on the gate was given his knighthood — she wrote the date of that in the copybook, and the words of the bishop from the paper — and then his honorary degrees, and then, at the very last, in 1987, his fine marble stone in the cathedral, with the carved words that half the county could say by heart: SUFFER THE CHILDREN OF THE POOR TO COME UNTO KNOWLEDGE. She kept it through the changing of the copybooks, one after another as each filled, seven of them in her own hand by the end, tuppence and then fivepence and then a decimal price she never learned to say without contempt. She kept it through the great silence of the middle years, when nothing happened, and she wrote the nothing down too — No letter this twelvemonth. I have stopped writing to the office. Let them think I am done — because a record of nothing is still a record, and the shape of a silence can be evidence, as it proved, in the end, to be.

She kept it through Brendan growing up and, at her quiet and unexplained insistence, never going near Ardglas. That cost her more than any other part of the keeping. The place was held for him; the letter had said so, and a man came out from the Trust in 1973 to say it again, kindly, in her kitchen — and Peggy Boyle stood in that kitchen and told the man that Brendan was needed for the boat and the land, being the only boy, and that schooling was wasted on him anyway, God love him, he hadn’t his sister’s head. And she watched the man take that in — she wrote it down the same night, every word she could hold — and she saw the thing she had half-hoped and wholly feared to see, which was relief. The man was relieved. A refused scholarship should have been a wonder, an argument, a parish scandal; and the man from the Trust folded his hands and said the Trust quite understood the claims of the land, and was gone up the boreen in his motor car inside the ten minutes, and never came again, and no letter about Brendan ever came again either. They did not want him, she wrote. They wanted me quiet, and when they saw I would be quiet without him, they let him go. So it is not a school hunger. It is not any hunger I know the name of. But it is fed on children, and it pays in children, and it knew my price to the penny — and I would give my soul to know what it is.

Brendan stayed. He fished the lough and worked the land and went to Scotland three seasons for the tattie-hoking, and came home, and married a girl from beyond the hill, and in 1982 there was a granddaughter, born in the room Kathleen had been born in, and they called her Nuala. Peggy was fifty-eight that year. She stood at the christening in Cill Aengusa with the child in her arms, and the water of the lough lay grey and quiet the whole length of the glen below the chapel yard, and she made the child, silently, the only promise she had it in her power to make: that the account would be even one day, though the day be long after her own.

Nuala grew up on the lough as her father and her aunt had, the last child of the townland’s last full house, and she was quick, and quiet, and she noticed things — and Peggy, watching her, felt the old cold finger again, and understood that a gift in this family was a danger the way a spring tide was a danger, and said nothing, and made sure, without ever seeming to make sure, that no nun ever wrote a letter about Nuala Boyle. If that was a wrong done to the child, she would answer for it to God, and answer easy.

The handing-over came at the end, in the last winter of Peggy’s life, when her sight had gone and her hands with it. She was very old then, the oldest woman the lough had ever kept, and Brendan was ten years dead of the heart before her — she had borne that the way she bore weather — and Nuala, forty and alone, had come back from Letterkenny to mind her, and the two of them kept the house through that winter with the road shut twice and the whins roaring on the hill. On a night in February, with the fire well up and the wind gone round to the north, Peggy had her granddaughter bring the tin in from the byre — telling her the three stones as if she were reading them off the inside of her own eyelids, for she had not seen the wall in six years — and she had her set it on the table and open it and take out the copybooks, and she sat with her hands on them, on the cold oilcloth smell of them, for a long time before she spoke.

“I could not get her back, a stór,” Peggy Boyle said to the girl, in the last winter of her life. “I could not prove the one thing I knew in my bones. I could only keep it — keep it true, against the liars, until somebody came who could finish what I hadn’t the power to start. I’m handing you the keeping now. God forgive me for the weight of it. But you’re the one I have, and the lough is patient, and there will come a day when the world is fit to hear what they did to your Aunt Kathleen. Keep it till then. Promise me you’ll keep it.”

Nuala promised.

She promised with her two hands on the copybooks under her grandmother’s hands, the way you’d swear on a book of God, and what she felt in that hour she would tell no living soul for fifteen years, and then she would tell three women in her own kitchen with the rain on the glass, and one of them would write it down, for the record, in its place: that she was not afraid of the weight, and had not been afraid of the weight since she was nine years old and found her grandmother writing at the back of a copybook at two in the morning and was told, calmly, it is only the accounts, a leanbh, go back to your bed — because a child who grows up in a house where something is being kept knows it the way she knows the smell of the tide, long before she knows its name.

Peggy Boyle died in April, in her sleep, with the weather soft and the first lambs on the hill, and was buried in Cill Aengusa beside her husband and her son, in the third grave of the four the family plot held. The fourth was Kathleen’s. It had been dug for no one and held no one; Peggy had paid for the kerbing of it all the same, in 1990, and had the name cut — KATHLEEN, and no dates — and when the priest of that day, meaning well, had asked her would she not want the stone left until there was certainty, Peggy had looked at him with her terrible mild old eyes and said: “There is certainty, Father. What there isn’t is proof. The stone can wait for the proof. I couldn’t.”

And Nuala kept it.

She kept it as her grandmother had, and she did more, but that belongs further on in this account. What belongs here is the winter morning, fifteen years into her own watch, when she went in on the bus to the county library at Letterkenny, as she did the one Thursday in every month, for the books and the warmth and the use of the computers; and the librarian, who knew her reading, had set aside a new book for her — a book out of New Zealand, of all the places on God’s earth, about a woman on a cold sound at the far bottom of the world who had kept a tin the same way and for the same reason.

Nuala Boyle sat down at the table by the window with her coat still buttoned, and began it at half past ten in the morning, and when the library closed at five she was standing at the desk to borrow it with her hands not quite steady, and the librarian said she must be perished sitting in the window the whole day, and Nuala said she was grand.

She read it again that night at the kitchen table at the head of the lough, the whole of it, to the last page. It was a plain-written book, by a woman who had sat through the trial at the far end of the world and then gone among the families; and it told of a sound as long and cold as any lough, and of a school of great name above a harbour, and of children lifted up and vanished across a water, and of a woman called Ailsa Rennie who had watched from a window for fifty years and written down what she saw, and died at her post, and been proven right in every line of it — and of the people who had come at last, an old Englishwoman and a younger one, following a thread that ran back through France and through England to a grey house on a moor, and who had a way of coming, now, wherever such a record had been kept. And in the plain words of a stranger at the opposite end of the map, Nuala Boyle read an account of her own grandmother’s fifty years, and understood at last that the Boyles had never been mad, and never been alone, and that somewhere out in the wide world there were now people who came.

At the back of the book, after the photographs, there was an afterword, and the afterword said that since the trial the author had been written to by families from four countries, and that she could not carry what she was sent, and did not need to, for there was a place that could: that there was a unit in the north of England, in a house above a tide, and a woman at the head of it who was said, on more coasts than one by now, to be the person one wrote to now; and letters could be sent through the publishers, who would see them forwarded.

Nuala sat looking at that page for a long time. The lamp hummed; the dog sighed at the door; below the window, in the dark, the lough went about its old business against the stones. Then she took the pad of Basildon Bond from the dresser drawer, and her grandmother’s pen, and wrote the letter, and it took her four attempts, not because she did not know what to say but because everything she had to say was fifty years long, and in the end she said almost none of it.

I have read the books, she wrote. My grandmother kept the same class of thing about a place here in Donegal, from nineteen seventy-one until she died, and I have kept it since, and I had come to believe there was not a soul living who could ever lift the weight of it. The account has reached the west of Ireland. They tell me you are the one a person writes to now. Is it true — is it really true — that someone comes?

She signed it, and gave the townland, and walked it out to the box at the road-end in the morning rain herself, three miles, though the post van would have taken it from the door — because some letters you post with your own hand, the way you’d lower a creel on your own rope.

The letter went to New Zealand first, to the publishers, as the book directed, and crossed the whole of the world to get one field’s breadth nearer home; and a person in an office in Wellington read the first line and did what she had been told to do with such letters, which was to send them on, that same week, to an address in France, where a retired magistrate who had once broken a great and terrible charity of the salt marshes kept the middle of the chain; and the magistrate read it — she read every one; she said it was the least of what she owed — and wrote on the envelope, in her upright convent hand, the two words she wrote on all of them, Elle attend, she is waiting, and sent it on north, across the last water, to England, to the house above the tide.

The lough kept what was put into it, on that coast, in the cold, a long time.

It had kept it fifty years, and it was keeping it still, on the grey morning the letter went across the water to England — the last letter, though no one yet knew it was the last — and the whole of it, at the very edge of the world, began at last, and for the last time, to rise.



PART ONE — THE LAST LETTER

March – May 2038

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

One

[image: ]


The Person One Writes To Now

The letter from Donegal came to Maya Anders, and Maya Anders was, by the spring of 2038, the person one wrote to now.

It came up from the post table on a Tuesday morning with the rest — the unit’s post was a thing in itself these days, a weather system, thirty and forty items a week from six countries, and there was a protocol for it, and a clerk trained to it, because among the circulars and the cranks and the students wanting interviews there would be, four or five times a year, a letter that was the start of everything, and you did not let a letter like that sit in a tray. The clerk, whose name was Odile and who had been chosen for the work partly because she had a postmistress’s eye for an envelope, brought this one up separately, on top of its own file cover, the way you’d carry something that had been long in the water. It had been three weeks travelling. It carried a Donegal postmark and a New Zealand one and a French one, and a publisher’s compliments slip, and across the top left corner, in an upright convent hand Maya knew as well as she knew her own, two words in French.

Elle attend.

Maya read the three lines from Nuala Boyle at her desk in the unit that was hers now — the unit Honor had made and Maya had inherited and would, in her turn, one day hand on — and she felt the old cold recognition move through her, the shape she could read now in any coast and any tongue. Three lines. They were never long, the real ones. The long letters were grief, and grief deserved its answer too, and got it; but the real ones, the keepers’ letters, came short and plain and level, because they were written by people who had spent decades learning that no one wanted the rest of it, and who had pared what they carried down to the one question that could not be pared further.

Is it true — is it really true — that someone comes?

She sat with it for a while, the length of a cup of coffee going cold, which was its own part of the protocol, the unwritten part. Below the window the tide was making, up the channel and under the pilings, so that the floor of the old house carried the faint working of the water the way a ship’s deck does; she had stopped hearing it years ago and heard it now, the way you hear your own heart only when something has changed. On the wall to her left was the map, which had been one country’s coastline when she first stood in this room and was now most of a world, pinned and threaded; and she found the north-west of Ireland on it without meaning to, the long ragged edge of Donegal, where there was no pin.

My grandmother kept the same class of thing about a place here in Donegal, from nineteen seventy-one until she died, and I have kept it since.

Nineteen seventy-one. She did the sum the way she always did the sum, first the arithmetic and then the ache of it. Sixty-seven years. A woman had begun a record three years before Maya Anders was thought of, and the record had been kept, hand to hand, through the whole of Maya’s life — through her childhood, her exams, her first uniform, her first body, through Yorkshire and everything after — kept at the head of some cold lough by two women in succession while the world it was waiting for was slowly, blindly, being built; and now the world was built, and the letter was on her desk, and the question at the end of it was addressed to her.

There had been a time when it would have been addressed to someone else.

It had happened without a day you could point to. That was the thing she found she wanted, sometimes, and could not have: a day, a door, a handing-over — the tin taken out of the wall, the promise said aloud. Honor had retired the year of the sound, and had gone home to the northern cliff, and had meant every word of it; and for a while the two of them had kept the old shape, the Sunday call, the reading of the files, the thinking-alongside — but the reading had grown shorter, and the calls had grown gentler, and somewhere in the last two years the direction of the thing had quietly reversed, so that now it was Maya who carried it whole, and Honor who was told, and Honor who said, more and more, you don’t need me for this one, love. You never did. You just liked me to be there. And she had been right, and Maya had let her be right, and had grieved it a little, and had gone on carrying it, because that was the whole of what she had been built to do.

She could have told you when she first noticed. A Sunday fourteen months back, a January Sunday, the two of them an hour into a fraud file from the Baltic case, and Maya had read out a schedule of dates and waited for the thing that always came — the old mind closing on the flaw like a trap going off — and instead there had been a silence, and then Honor’s voice, unbothered, amused even: “Read me that again, slower. I’ve lost the thread of it, and I’ll tell you something for nothing, I don’t greatly mind.” I don’t greatly mind. Forty years, that mind had minded; minding was what it was for. Maya had read the schedule again, slower, and Honor had found the flaw in it same as ever — the mind was not gone, would never go, the doctors said the body would fail around it like a house around a lamp — but something had shifted all the same, and they both knew it, and neither said it, and the Sunday calls after that grew shorter on the files and longer on the garden, the weather, the neighbour’s grandchild, the sea. Honor Whitling talking about the sea for pleasure. It had taken Maya three such Sundays to stop listening for the trap, and a dozen more to understand that this was not a loss to be managed. It was an arrival. The woman had got somewhere, at the end of everything, and was resting there, and wanted company more than she wanted work; and the work, all of it, every coast of it, was Maya’s now, and had been for longer than either of them had said out loud.

Still. There were some letters she brought to Honor first, and would for as long as there was a Honor to bring them to.

She spent the day on it before she rang, because that was also the old shape: you did not bring Honor a feeling, you brought her a file. She had Priya pull the registries — and stood a moment in the door of the loft watching her do it, the dark head bent, the screens filling, the girl’s stillness like a held note — and by evening there was a folder: the townland, the tithe maps, the school, the Trust, the founder’s obituary from 1986 with the bishop’s oration, the honorary degrees, the marble stone. A sea lough seven miles long with a maximum sounded depth of fifty-one metres. A scholarship roll going back to 1954, digitised in gratitude by past pupils, searchable, beautiful. A registered charity of immaculate history. A knighthood, 1956. A road that the council’s own winter schedule listed as not maintained beyond Gortnalee crossroads, November to March.

Fifty-one metres of cold water at the end of a road that shut for winter. She looked at that pairing for a long time. Then she took the phone and rang the cliff-top cottage, at the hour she always rang, when Honor would have eaten and the light would be going and the old woman would be at the window with the last of it.

Honor answered on the second ring, which meant the phone had been beside her, which meant she had been waiting; Tuesday was not their day, but Odile’s counterpart in Honor’s world was an eye for weather of another kind, and Maya had long suspected the two of them of an understanding.

“Well,” Honor said.

“Donegal,” Maya said. “Nineteen seventy-one. A grandmother kept it fifty years, a girl inherited it. The far northwest, a sea lough, a scholarship school, a knight on the gate with a stone in the cathedral.” She paused. “It’s the last of the ones you started, I think. The letter that came out of the letter that came out of the salt. It goes all the way back up the chain to you, standing in a boathouse in the light of a Yorkshire morning.”

There was a silence on the line, the particular silence of an old woman on a bench above the sea. Maya knew the bench. She had sat on it in August with a rug over the two of their knees like a pair of pensioners on a promenade, and Honor had shown her where the gannets went down, and had eaten her half of the fruitcake and most of Maya’s, and had said, apropos of nothing, watching the birds: I used to think the sea was on their side. All those years. It never was, you know. It was only ever waiting for somebody to ask it properly. The silence went on long enough that Maya could hear, faintly, the wind in it.

Then Honor Whitling said, in a voice that had gone thinner in the last year but had lost nothing else: “Then you’ll go to Ireland, and you’ll finish it, and you won’t bring me. I mean that, Maya. Not this once. I’m nearly done — no, don’t. We’ve never lied to each other about the work and I’ll not start at the end of it. I haven’t the strength for the edge of the world any more, and it wouldn’t be right anyway. This one’s not mine to stand at the edge of. It’s yours to stand at the centre of, and it’s —” a breath — “it’s the one where I finally get to be the person who’s told. Bring me the ending. That’s all I want now. Go to the lough, and get the girl up out of the water, and then ring an old woman and tell her it’s done. Will you do that for me?”

Maya sat with her hand flat on the folder, on the printed obituary of Sir Alfred Kane, and looked at the dark coming up the channel, and did not trust her voice for a moment, and then trusted it, because the alternative was to be heard not trusting it.

“I’ll do that for you,” Maya said.

“And Maya.” The voice steadied, the way it always had before the thing that mattered. “Bring the young one. Nair. Take her with you and let her stand where you stood when I took you to the salt. She’s ready to see one from the inside. That’s the other half of the work, and it’s yours to do now, not mine. There’s always a next one. Make her the next one.”

“She’s thirty,” Maya said, for the pleasure of hearing what would come back.

“You were younger,” Honor said, “and greener, and you cried in the car park at Malham and thought I didn’t see you, and you were the best I ever had or ever will. Age is nothing. The eye is everything, and the girl has the eye — I heard it in her the day you put her on the phone to me about the Rotterdam manifests, she asks questions the way you used to, from underneath. Take her to Ireland. Let her carry the bag and watch the doors and sit in the corners, and one day, in a kitchen somewhere, in front of some keeper, you’ll see her understand what the work is — not the files, the work — and after that you’ll never be able to un-make her, any more than I could un-make you.” A pause, and the wind again, and then, lighter, the old dryness coming through like sun through a scud of cloud: “Besides. Somebody has to mind you over there. You work too long and you forget to eat, and the Irish will feed her while she minds you, they’re great feeders, and one of you at least should come home fat.”

“I’ll ring you Sunday,” Maya said.

“You’ll ring me before that,” Honor said, “because by Sunday you’ll have spoken to the guards, and I want to know who they give you. It matters more than anything, who they give you. It always did. Ask them for somebody of the county.” And then, before Maya could answer, gently, the way she ended all the calls now, without ceremony, as if the two of them would only be apart for an hour: “Goodnight, love. Read the grandmother’s pages before the granddaughter’s, when you get them. First keepers write the truest line. We’re all only copying them.”

The line went, and Maya sat in the dark office a while with the tide working under the floor.

She told Priya in the morning, on the walk — there was a walk, at the tide house, everyone’s walk, the half-mile of sea wall between the house and the harbour office, and Maya had learned from Honor that the walk was where you told people things, because a person walking looks ahead, and a person looking ahead can let their face do what it needs to do. Priya Nair walked on the seaward side with her hands in her coat pockets and heard it all — the letter, the lough, the school, the fifty years — and asked no questions at all until Maya had finished, which was one of the things about her, the thing Honor called asking from underneath: she let a thing stand whole in front of her before she touched it.

Then she said: “Who forwarded it through France?”

Not the school, not the lough, not the girl in the water. The envelope. Maya kept her face straight ahead and her voice level, and inside, in the place where she kept the ledger of such moments, she wrote it down. “A retired magistrate,” she said. “You’ve heard me speak of her. She broke the salt charity in the Camargue with Honor, back before you were at school. She reads everything that comes up the chain and sends it on with two words on the corner, and one day a French archive will have four hundred envelopes in her hand and some poor doctoral student will spend a career on them.”

“Elle attend,” Priya said. She had read the envelope, then, in the file, before the letter. Of course she had. “Why do we go to this one, ma’am? Ourselves, I mean. The unit has standing arrangements with the Guards — we could hand it over wrapped. Fifty-year-old case, one jurisdiction, no live subject that we know of.” She said it without any colour, the way she said most things, and Maya understood that it was not a challenge but an examination — Priya checking her own sight against the senior eye, the way you’d check a compass against the sun.

“Three reasons,” Maya said. “One you’ll see when you’ve read the founder’s obituary, one you’ll see when you’ve stood on the ground. I’ll give you the first now: the letter asks whether someone comes. Not whether someone will look into it, or take a statement, or open a file. Comes. The keepers don’t ask for procedure, Priya, they’ve had procedure, procedure took their particulars and put them in a drawer. They ask for a person, standing in the kitchen, with the tin on the table. That’s the thing we do that nothing else does, and it can’t be posted
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